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The more doors we close to women who are cal led to min ister, 
the more we cut ourselves off from the workings of God's spirit 
tey caught me ;n the 
church hallway on a Sunday 
morning this summer. ''What 
do you think?" they asked. 
I didn't need the clarification of 
"Think of what?" I knew what they 
were asking. The news had just 
broken that the Southern Baptist 
Convention was going to vote on 
amending the Baptist Faith and 
Message, including adding a sec­
tion indicating that women should 
not serve as pastors. My fellow 
church members wondered how I 
would react, since I am an ordained 
Baptist minister who frequently 
preaches and once served on their 
church staff. 
"So what do you think?" I just 
shrugged my shoulders. This 
wasn't news to me. It wasn't some­
thing the convention hadn't said 
before. 
I was a seminary student i n  
1 984 when the  SBC,  meeting in 
Kansas City, passed a resolution 
declaring that because Eve had 
been "first i n  the Fall" - the first 
to break God's command in the 
Garden of Eden - then women 
ought not to serve as pastors or to 
be ordained. 
At that time, I felt crushed. I 
was halfway through seminary. I 
was discovering my own gifts for 
pastoral ministry - and that I loved 
using them. The first time I 
stood behind a pulpit, I felt 
as if I'd come home. 
The SBC was the family that 
had raised me. G rowing up in a 
Southern Baptist church, I heard 
repeatedly that I was to seek God's 
wi l l  for my l ife and spend my l ife 
following that wi l l .  M ission educa­
tion organizations gave me my first 
taste of hands-on ministry. And 
when, as a teen-ager, I shared with 
my church my sense of cal l ing to 
what we called "ful l-time Christian 
service," the congregation rejoiced, 
even though none of us had a clue 
as to how that call ing would be 
fleshed out. The very first sermon 
I ever preached was in that church, 
when I served as youth pastor in 
high school. 
I 'd received my undergraduate 
education from Furman , a Baptist 
school ,  and was now a student at 
Southeastern Baptist Seminary. 
Southern Baptists had been my 
family. When the resolution passed 
in Kansas City, I felt as if my family 
had abandoned me. 
The next fal l  the seminary 
magazine published some excerpts 
from my journal, chronicl ing my 
reaction to the resolution .  I wrote 
that I felt there was no longer a 
place for me. Shortly after it was 
publ ished, I happened upon my 
Hebrew professor in a hallway. He 
gave me words that I 've never for­
gotten. "Don't you believe that 
there's not a place for you," he said, 
reminding me of Gamaliel's advice 
to the Pharisees regarding the 
Christians that if this movement 
was of God, it could not be stopped 
(Acts 5 :39). I would never forget 
his words. 
And so here we are, more than 
a decade and a half later, and the 
SBC has said again that women 
should not be pastors. In  the years 
since the summer of '84, I've served 
as an interim pastor of one church 
and as pastor to many others, i n  
function i f  not in name and office. 
And I just have to wonder 
what all the fuss is about. 
I know the bibl ical arguments, 
such as the case against Eve. But 
oddly enough, Paul h imself writes 
in Romans 5 : 1 8 that "just as sin 
came into the world through one 
man" (Adam), grace comes to us 
through Jesus. "Therefore just as 
one man's trespasses led to con­
demnation for all, so one man's act 
of righteousness leads to justifica­
tion and life for all . "  Eve is conspic­
uously absent in this particular 
discourse about the responsibil ity 
for the advent of sin in creation, 
although Paul does get to her in 
other passages. Can it be that 
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Eve's s in  was so great that even 
Christ cannot redeem it - and that 
her daughters must continue to pay 
the price? 
Another argument is based on 
the admonitions of Paul in I Corin­
thians and I Timothy. I n  I Timothy 
2 : 1 1 - 1 4, women are commanded 
to learn in silence and are forbidden 
to have authority over men. To the 
church at Corinth, Paul writes that 
women are not permitted to speak 
in the churches and should be silent 
(I Corinthians 1 4 :34). The prohibi­
tion seems clear enough. 
And yet, when I 'm f l ipping 
through the television channels and 
come across a worship service from 
a church led by some of the pastors 
who oppose the ordination and pas­
toral leadership of women on the 
basis of these scriptures, I become 
confused. For I see women in their 
churches who have their hair i n  
French braids. I see women wear­
ing what seem to be expensive 
clothes, and gold jewelry and pearl 
necklaces. 
I 'm confused because the same 
passage in I Timothy that prohibits 
women to teach or have authority 
over a man also declares that 
"Women should dress themselves 
modestly and decently in suitable 
clothing, not with their hair braided, 
or with gold, pearls, or expensive 
clothes" (2:9) .  I also see women 
praying with their heads uncovered; 
earlier in I Corinthians Paul writes 
that "any woman who prays or 
prophesies with her head u nveiled 
disgraces her head - it is one and 
the same thing as having her head 
shaved." ( 1 1  :5) 
I cannot remember the 
theologian who first ex­
plained to me that there was 
a difference between what 
is prescriptive (for all  time 
and every place) and what 
is descriptive (reflective of 
a particular situation and 
culture). The Southern Baptist 
Convention was born out of a con­
troversy over whether one person 
ought to enslave another person .  
Those Southerners who argued for 
slavery pointed to their Bible, to 
Paul's command for slaves to obey 
their masters and for Onessimus, 
a runaway slave, to return to his 
captivity. Those verses were taken 
as prescriptive. Today we under­
stand them as descriptive. 
There is also the less clearly 
articulated but just as powerful 
argument that a woman serving as 
a pastor "just isn't Baptist." But 
we have to be careful in 
declaring what is and isn't 
Baptist. My church half-believed 
the comments of a visitor that we 
weren't Baptist because our minis­
ters wear pulpit robes when they 
lead in worship - until we studied 
Baptist history and I told them about 
Richard Furman, who wore a pulpit 
robe every Sunday as he preached 
from the pulpit of the Fi rst Baptist 
Church of Charleston ,  S.C. ,  the first 
Baptist church in the South. That's 
about as Baptist as it gets. 
Although they may not have 
been formally ordained or legally 
i nstalled as pastors, women minis­
ters have always been part of Bap­
tist l ife. In fact, one of the charges 
against some of the first Baptists 
in England was that they al lowed 
women to preach . (The women 
were not ordained, but neither were 
many of the men.)  The Presby­
terians and Ang licans were scan­
dalized by the "she-preachers," the 
" impudent housewives" who dared 
to proclaim the gospel. 
I n  the 1 8th century a Baptist 
church was founded at Sandy 
Creek, N .C . ,  a church that was to 
have a pivotal i nfluence on the 
growth and development of Baptists 
in the South. Among the leaders 
of that church was a woman named 
Martha Stearns Marshal l ,  who 
preached extensively and elo­
quently. In fact, as Leon McBeth 
says in Women in Baptist Life, a 
major obstacle in a later movement 
to un ite the two major Baptist 
groups in the South was "the ex­
tensive min istry of women in the 
services" of one of the groups. 
If there have been few women 
serving as ordained pastors of local 
congregations, there has been no 
shortage of women preaching and 
teaching and visit ing the sick and 
counseling the troubled. They 
responded because of their passion 
for the gospel ,  the needs they 
I do know this: whenever one person's 
gifts are denied, we al suffer. 
saw before them and their own 
commitment to use the gifts that 
God had g iven them. Lottie Moon 
- missionary to China, leader i n  
the  foreign mission movement 
among Baptists and the closest 
thing Baptists have to a recognized 
saint - was chastised by some 
because Chinese men were listen­
ing in whi le she preached to the 
women in the vi l lages. But she 
would not and could not follow 
Paul's admonition to "keep silent" 
in the face of such need. 
The Baptist understanding of 
ordination has been that it is the 
blessing of the church upon one's 
calling and ministry, not the convey­
ing of authority. That's why the local 
congregation ordains, not the de­
nomination. (When I was ordained, 
the people who had raised me laid 
their hands of blessing on me -
the Sunday school teachers who 
taught me through song and deed 
that "Jesus loves me," the church 
l ibrarian who encouraged my love 
of books, even my kindergarten 
teacher. It was the whole of the 
congregation and not just the 
ordained clergy.) 
Likewise, because we have 
bel ieved in the priesthood of all 
believers, "we have maintained that 
the leadership of the pastor is one 
of office rather than one of status," 
as Brooks Hays and John Steely 
write in The Baptist Way of Life. 
It is interesting, therefore, that 
much of the argument against 
women serving as pastors (even 
by those who would allow women 
in other ministerial roles) focuses 
on the issue of authority. If you 
believe that congregational structure 
is hierarchical - a pyramid with the 
pastor at the top - and if you 
believe that women cannot be in  
positions of  authority, then it follows 
logically that women cannot be pas­
tors. But such congregational struc­
ture isn't true to Baptist history and 
tradition. Just as importantly, I 
believe that it is not consistent with 
new movements of the Spirit among 
us, movements that call us to 
relationships of mutual respect, 
of partnership and not hierarchy. 
A lot of scripture gets thrown 
around in this debate, but lately I've 
been thinking about two passages 
that are not often mentioned. The 
first comes from the book of Acts, 
where Peter is sharing the story of 
the vision that influenced h im to 
work with the Genti les .  In Acts 
1 1  : 1 7 he says to the Jewish Chris­
tians, "If God gave them the 
same gift that he gave us 
when we believed in the Lord 
Jesus Christ, who was I that 
I could hinder God?" What if 
God has given women g ifts for pas­
taring churches? Not just for 
preaching and teaching and visiting 
but also the gift for walking with 
church members in that particular 
and sacred relationship known as 
being pastor. I know more than a 
few women with those gifts. Are 
we wil l ing to h inder God? 
I also think of the words of 
Jesus in Matthew 7:1 7, when he 
speaks of how to distinguish false 
prophets from true: "You will know 
them by their fruits. . . . Every good 
tree bears good fruit but the bad 
tree bears bad fruit." I look at the 
fruits of women I know who have 
served and are serving as pastors, 
as well as those who have had to 
work out pastoral call ings in non­
traditional ways. And I see the 
gospel being preached with faith­
fulness and profound eloquence. 
I see the hands of the dying being 
held and the broke -hearted being 
comforted. I hear voices being 
raised on behalf of those who have 
been si lenced by injustice. I see 
chi ldren growing up into faith and 
teen-agers making commitments 
about living lives of integrity and 
faith. I see people doing the work 
of the kingdom. I see relationships 
being mended and sometimes, the 
unavoidable end of relationships 
being grieved. I see people who 
love God and want to serve God 
more than anything , no matter the 
obstacle. 
I look at all of these fruits 
and wonder, what's the prob· 
lem? What is so very wrong 
with this picture? 
A lot of t ime has passed be­
tween Kansas City in 1 984 and this 
summer. I've done many kinds 
of ministry, and now I serve as a 
healer through my counseling prac­
tice. I serve as a preacher to the 
congregations that wil l invite me. 
I serve as a writer and editor. I do 
these things because I believe it is 
what I 'm called to do at this time in 
my l ife. Sometimes people ask if 
I ' l l  ever return to ministry in the local 
church. My honest reply is, "I don't 
know. I used to make five-year 
plans but I got tired of God laughing 
at them." 
But I do know this: that when­
ever one person's gifts are denied, 
we all suffer. The more doors we 
close to women who are called of 
God to minister, the more we close 
ourselves off to the blowing of the 
Spirit of our God, who has a long 
track record of doing "new things." 
We cannot afford to deny ourselves 
the gift of having their g ifts exercised 
among us. "Allowing" women 
to serve as pastors isn't 
something that we do for 
them. It's something that 
we do for us. There are great 
needs around us and great needs 
with in us, and we need the gifts of 
every person who has been called. 
When I was a little girl going to 
Sunday school and church I was 
told that I could be - and should 
be - whatever God called me to 
be. May that day come to pass 
for all of us, lest we be gu i lty of 
hindering God. 
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